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Animal Conservation in Flammable Landscapes 


Dr. Julian Di Stephano 
Fire Ecology and Biodiversity, University of Melbourne 


Dr. Julian Di Stephano spoke to the club about fire research and the 
impacts of fire on animals. Julian is from the University of Mel- 
bourne and he explained that the Fire Ecology and Biodiversity 
unit’s research 1s focussed on animal responses rather than on fire 
behaviour because they are zoologists. 

Fire 1s certainly a threatening process, as we have seen recently in 
the loss of animals and their habitat in places like East Gippsland 
and Kangaroo Island. Using fire for animal conservation is a second 
prong of the group’s research efforts. And the importance of habitat 
in the equation is also a big part of the research. 

Biodiversity is declining. Julian quoted the “Living Planet Index”’ 
which calculated a 60% decline in the size of vertebrate populations 
worldwide since 1970, an alarming statistic, depicted below. 
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Part of the cause of this huge drop in fauna worldwide may be due to 
increased fires, particularly wildfire. 40% of the world’s ecosystems 
are fire-prone and while fire 1s an important and natural process, the 
prevalence of inappropriate fire regimes 1s contributing to the loss of 
habitat and animals at alarming rates. As an example, Julian showed 
a simulation of fire regimes which demonstrated that the more 
prescribed burns in an area and the more areas burnt resulted in a 
ereater loss of usable habitat (see series of maps from the Mallee 
region of north-western Victoria showing how much the landscape 
alters with increased burning, including prescribed burns. 


Julian explained the fire threat under global warming. Increases in 
severe fire weather, increased fuel availability and increased 
ignitions. As fires become more frequent, they also become larger 
and more intense. Ultimately this will change vegetation structure 
and floristics, to the detriment of animal species who may find it 
difficult to keep pace with the changes. 

Using fire as a conservation tool 1s something the Fire Ecology and 
Biodiversity unit is very interested in. Julian showed examples of 
response curves to illustrate how animals respond to fires under 
different conditions. Julian and his group use the term 
“Pyrodiversity’ — 1f landscape is spatially diverse and with different 
fire ages, there are more niches for more species. The unburnt areas 
in patches provide valuable refuges for species. Compare that with 
the 5% prescribed burning on the previous page. 


There are indirect effects of fire on fauna — obviously as fire destroys 
vegetation, there is less food and shelter for animals. The change in 
habitat immediately after a fire leads to changes in predation. 

As vegetation returns, and species re-establish an area, so too do 
predators. 

Julian then gave a comprehensive example of the endangered Heath 
mouse at sites in western Victoria. Like all ecosystem problems, here 
is a high degree of complexity with many interactions among 
animals, vegetation, processes like fire and rainfall, and predators. 
Researchers found that where plant diversity is high, the expectation 
is that Heath mice are better able to survive fire events, despite initial 
reduction in shrub cover and likely increases in predation (mainly 
from foxes). 


President John Gregurke thanked Julian for his stimulating and 
timely presentation. 


Whe Rat Nats—Jeniers Greup 


The very first gathering of Rat Nats for the year was attended by a 
small but enthusiastic bunch of youngsters. The topic of the day was 
INSECTS. I did warn them that ‘Stringybark’ was home to some 
quite big specimens and to keep a look out for them, but no-one ex- 
pected giant ladybird beetles, ants and grasshoppers! 

After a lesson on what insects are, what they eat, how they live and 
where they might be hiding, we explored outside and it didn’t take 
long to find a bug or two. 

Looking under rocks and logs was fruitful, uncovering some good 
sized cockroaches, an earwig or two and some worms. 

We also checked out some decent bullants, march flies, Common 
Brown scissor ete ae cee and wise d of grasshoppers. 
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New-comer Skye and seasoned Rat Nat ramen (front discover 
one of the giant insects on site. “OMG it’s huge!” says Audrey. 


ves diene lodge fir ifisects: in some moist t leaf i 


4 


Creswick Trails Proposal 
As many Field Nats will know, a proposal for construction of 100 


kms of trails for mountain bikes is underway within the Creswick 
Regional Park. These images show the kind of impact such trails are 
likely to have on the landscape. If the proposal goes ahead, it could 
be a disaster for flora and fauna in the area, let alone the significant 
cultural and heritage assets in the Park. 
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Extract of Club Minutes. 
Meeting held February 7, 2020 


Opening and Apologies 

Attendance: President John Gregurke welcomed 28 members and 
three visitors. 

Apologies: Bill Murphy, Margaret Rich, Kathy Elder, John Mildren, 
Elaine Gregurke, Mark Moravec and Denis & Elizabeth Thurgood. 


Minutes of the previous Meeting 

Motion: that the Minutes of the previous Meeting (Dec. 6) be ac- 
cepted as a true and correct record. 

Moved: C. Hall Seconded: B. Elder Carried. 


Business Arising from Previous Club Meeting on Dec. 6, 2019 
Assess the Concept Trail Alignments for the Creswick Trails Project 
and provide feedback to Hepburn Shire Council by the deadline in 
January. Done. 

Donate $200 to the commissioning of illustrations for the upcoming 
publication “A land manager’s guide to fungi”. Done. 


Business Arising from Correspondence: 

Creswick Trails Project update: John P. reported that Club reps 
spoke to Environmental Justice Australia in mid-January to brief 
them on the Project proposal and our concerns, asking for advice 
about information that would be valuable to seek via Freedom of 
Information and about the process for objecting to the inevitable 
planning application associated with the project. 72km of the 100km 
proposed trails are designated for bikes only. They now have 
permission to use part of the Great Dividing Trail, but they use it all, 
and the sections they have permission to use will be incorporated in 
racing events. They have multiple (unnecessary) crossings of creeks 
and plans to incorporate historic water races that have huge 
indigenous trees along/ in them which would have to be removed. 


The Committee has agreed that our Club will host the 2021 Spring 
Camp for SEANA (the South East Australian Naturalists Associa- 
tion), so please start thinking about how you might like to get in- 
volved/ where we should plan field trips, etc. We will try to decide 
on the dates (Friday lunch time to Sunday afternoon at least) before 
the end of this year. 


The Webbcona branch of the Country Women’s Association 1s look- 
ing for a speaker on indigenous plants (or any group thereof) for 
their May 7'" meeting. In the absence of another volunteer, Emily 
will present a talk on local orchids. 
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Reports: 
Treasurer's Report: 


Opening bal: $ 8,681.31 
Income $ 6,744.60 
Expenses $ 3,515.85 
Closing bal: $11,910.06 


Motion: that the Treasurer’s Report be accepted and three invoices 
tabled be approved for payment. 
Moved: B. Elder Seconded: S. Faull Carried. 


Bull also noted that High Tech Printing (who print our newsletter ) 
has joined forces with Sovereign Press and preliminary quotes for 
newsletter printing look good, with the possibility of getting our 
newsletters printed in colour for more or less the same price we used 
to get them printed in B&W. Stay tuned. 


General Business 

Junior Field Nats: the “Rat Nats have been endorsed by the 
committee after a successful four-month pilot season 1n 2020, 
and Bill E. has put together a great program for the year. 
Future topics include bark, microscopic, water, soil, bats, or- 
chids, fungi, leaf litter, spiders, a special nature play event for 
Nature Play Week, and there are plans for a camp at Bill’s 
place in September. 

Communities Environment Program Grant (Community- 
based environment recording): John P. gave us an update: most 
of the computer hardware and software funded by the grants 
has now been purchased. IT support to set up record-keeping 
systems to keep our vegetation monitoring data and the like 
systematised, collated, standardised and readily accessible 1s 
the next thing to be sourced through the grant. 
Woowookarung Regional Park plans for trail rationalisa- 
tion: John P and John G met with Alex Schipperen, Parks Vic- 
toria who is seeking FNCB’s feedback on PV’s plans under 
their new Management Plan to close off and rehabilitate some 
small walking trails and mountain bike trails in the southern 
section of Woowookarung RP. John P and John G will have a 
closer look at the plans and draft some feedback. 


Show & Tell/ Field Reports 
Bill E. brought along the latest, beautifully illustrated edition 
of “Name that Flower” by lan Clarke and Helen Lee for mem- 
bers to look at and consider adding to their libraries for the 
“friends” price of $30. Contact Bill or Kathy Elder if you 
would like a closer look or to purchase a copy. 
Andy had a busy month: he noted his first record of a Punctate 
Flower Chafer, Neorrhina (previously Polystigma) punctatum 
on a fragrantly flowering Sweet Bursaria (Bursaria spinosa) in 
his Alfredton garden; he also found 14 little mounds in the 
eround housing native bees amongst his planted grassland, and 
he observed the Dainty Swallowtail butterfly Papilio anactus 
fly to his Tahitian Lime where it laid tiny white eggs (1mm 
diam.) on the leaf margins. The eggs hatched two weeks later 
(10" Jan. 2020) and the larvae grew to full size in three weeks, 
with five observed pupating on 29th Jan. 
Carol brought along a couple of stunning photos of Black 
Kites duelling in the air above Lake Learmonth (below). 
Her series of photos tracking the development of the three 
Peregrine Falcon chicks at Devil’s Kitchen are now on the 
FNCB website. 


Also at Lake Learmonth, Ken observed two Cape Barren 
Geese amidst Stilts. 

Wayne M. spotted a white morph Grey Goshawk with a Grey 
Goshawk, and saw Wedge-tailed Eagles, Black Kites, Whis- 
tling Kites, Peregrine Falcons from the Mt Buninyong Fire 
Tower. He could also hear Satin Flycatchers calling. 

Val found an attractive navy-blue butterfly with pale green 
markings in her Ballarat East garden at sunset that she 1s yet to 
identify. 

John P. recorded flowering Hyacinth Orchids Dipodium sp. 
between water races near Upper Slaty Creek, Creswick and 
Gratiola peruviana in the creek. 

John G. reported that the Messmate Stringybarks were flower- 
ing profusely up near Pax Hill Scout Camp and in Woowoo- 
karung Regional Park, attracting crowds of Musk Lorikeets. 


Vireya noted that the flowering Messmates and Peppermints at 
her Lal Lal property had at one point attracted 20 to 30 Red 
Wattlebirds at once, and many Musk Lorikeets at dawn. 

Les saw two White-fronted Chats on his fence at Bungaree. 
Ken watched Avocets and Lapwings and Stilts at Lake Lear- 
month feeding amongst boulders that started standing up. They 
were very well camouflaged Cape Barren Geese! 

Emily reported an uncommon visit by about 20 Dusky Wood- 
swallows over three days at her block in Scarsdale. 

Graeme showed us his latest fauna survey camera footage at 
Lal Lal, including a Ring-tail Possum, Brush-tailed Possum 
and possibly a Sugar Glider. 


Next Meeting: “AGM and Members’ Images- Not what it 
seems...”. Bring along a few mysterious photos on a USB and 
a story or two to share with members. They might show some- 
thing that is very well-camouflaged, or that mimics something 
else, or a behaviour that isn’t what it looks like, or that has far 
more ecological or cultural complexity than 1s usually 
recognised. Or interpret the statement in your own way! 


When? Friday March 6", 2019, 7.30pm at the Federation Uni 
building, corner Gillies St and Gregory St, Wendouree. 


Skipton field trip, February 9, 2020 
By Emily Noble 


The proliferation of wind turbines that have sprung up recently 1n the 
Skipton area indicate a region well-endowed with wind, but thirteen 
field naturalists gathered 1n surprisingly benign conditions on a cool 
morning at the pedestrian entrance to the east block of Skipton 
Common. Ballarat Environment Network (BEN) are the Committee 
of Management for this 106ha reserve that includes land parcels on 
both sides of Skipton-Beaufort Rd. 
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The Common is very important in BEN’s operations on a number of 
levels. The lease fees that a telecom tower, transfer station and Cen- 
tral Highlands Water water tank attract provide a significant portion 
of the recurrent funds used to care not just for this reserve but 50 
others. 

The values that drew the field nats to the Common, however, were 
the natural ones. The reserve contains high quality examples of the 
critically endangered Victorian Volcanic Plains temperate grassland 
community, populated by several threatened species. Legless lizards, 
Delmar impar, have been recorded there, along with Small Milk- 
worts Comesperma polygaloides and Hoary Sunrays Leucochrysum 
albicans ssp. albicans var. tricolor. 
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The piece de résistance is a population of 1400+ critically 
endangered Spiny Rice-flowers Pimelea spinescens ssp. spinescens 
within a 13ha section of the reserve now designated a Pimelea 
Conservation Zone. This is the largest known population of this plant 
occurring in an area specifically managed for conservation. Almost 
all other populations occur on roadsides or rail reserves. 

The importance of this population has been recognised by the 
Pimelea spinescens Recovery Team and Trust for Nature’s Pimelea 
Conservation Trust (PCT). As a result, 1t has been the beneficiary of 
substantial funding support through the PCT Fund over the last three 
years, continuing into this year. 


Members of the FNCB have been a key contributor to the Pimelea 
conservation effort over the last three years, participating in 
numerous pain-staking but invaluable Pimelea surveys to establish a 
clear picture of plant numbers, distribution across the site, plant 
health, seedling recruitment and the respective numbers of male and 
female plants. 


This has been no easy task, with the relatively small Pimeleas often 
difficult to spot down amongst the native and introduced grasses and 
enmeshed in the spiky Blue Devils Eryngium ovinum (below). The 
winter wind was usually howling across the plain too, sending sur- 
vey sheets and scarves a-flutter. It 1s thought that the Pimeleas play a 
key role 1n the ecology of the grassland ecosystem as one of the few 
plants that flower over late Autumn-Winter, providing food to count- 
less tiny bees, ants and other invertebrates at this harsh time of year. 
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A particular highlight has been the enthusiastic and regular involve- 
ment of Skipton Primary School’s students 1n various activities. Spe- 
cial monitoring sheets have been developed for the students who reg- 
ularly record the flowering plants and insects they find. Their 
knowledge and appreciation of the site 1s remarkable. A delightful 
short video of their interest in the Common was filmed by DEL WP 
in September 2019 and is available at https://www.tacebook.com/ 


DELWPGrampians/videos/442 188 159723284 


This year will see the installation of rabbit-proof fences around the 
conservation zone and the erection of interpretative signs extolling 
the values and virtues of grassland and the flora and fauna therein. 


The other key element of VVP grassland management is fire. The 
prevailing wisdom suggests that a burn every 1-3 years in such 
grasslands 1s optimal in maintaining the health and diversity of the 
community. Last November, the Common was fortunate to host a 
traditional burn led by Wadawurrung traditional custodians, with 
support from Glenelg Hopkins CMA, BEN, CFA, La Trobe Univer- 
sity and Trust for Nature. After a moving Welcome to Country and 
Smoking Ceremony, the traditional custodians started the slow burn- 
ing, and all those present enjoyed watching it trickle through the 
erasses, burning out the thatch and opening up the inter-tussock 
spaces perfect for the germination of native herbs, lilies and orchids. 
A brief video filmed on the day can be found at https:// 
vimeo.com/375547298 


For the six field nats that had last visited the site for Pimelea surveys 
before the burn, the difference was very noticeable and much appre- 
ciated. It was clear that it would be considerably easier to traverse the 
site this year for the Pimelea surveys that aim to quantify the effects 
of the burn on the population and on seedling recruitment in the six 
2x2m quadrats established to undertake detailed monitoring. 


As we explored the Common, several plants were flowering well 
amongst the Kangaroo Grass, Spear Grass, Common Wheat-grass 
and Wallaby-grass: Lemon Beautyheads Calocephalus citreus, Blue 
Devils, Native Bluebells, Pink Bindweed Convolvulus erubescens 
and Yellow Rush-lily. A 2.5cm diameter hole covered in webbing 
near the gate drew interest too, along with the evidence of extensive 
“sardening” by Long-billed Corellas who had been vigorous in their 
uprooting of Onion Grass Romulea rosea to eat the tubers. 


12 


Our second site visit for the day was a short drive away to the area 
known as the “Skipton Historical Precinct”. Apart from a suspension 
bridge and various historic buildings, it features a platypus viewing 
platform overlooking the Mt Emu Creek amongst ancient River Red- 
cums. Whilst locals say platypus are regularly sighted there, our 
midday arrival was less than ideal, with dawn and dusk noted on the 
interpretative sign as the best times to see platypus. A new plant to 
many of us was spotted twining extensively (and always counter- 
clockwise we soon learned) around the Phragmites on the creek 
bank. A quick check of VicFlora online confirmed that 1t was a local 
species called Hedge Bindweed Calystegia sepium. 


Coming upon a population of the 
pioneer plant Hoary Willow-herb 
Epilobium hirtigerum, Claire im- 
mediately lent over to have a clos- 
er look, saying “we always used to 
; find caterpillars on these. A-ha! 
_Look!”’ Sure enough, there were 

BD cotertalties on almost every plant. 
Elspeth identified them as Grape 
Vine Moth caterpillars 
(Phalaenoides glycinae). 


an Next stop: lunch at Jubilee Lake in 


Skipton. When we arrived, a pair 
of Red-rumped Parrots were well- 
9/5 f camouflaged as they ate grass 
y seeds in the lawn. Purple-crowned 
¢ (Tak Wr < Dy Lorikeets landed in the Eucalypt 
shading our lunch spot and crowds 
of Long-billed Corellas screeched in the lovely River Red-gums 
around the lake. We strolled arourie the Jubilee Lake Circuit after 
lunch, stopping to note the WES 
tadpoles. flowering intro- 
duced water-lilies, Dusky 
Moorhens and Purple 
Swamp-hens, Pacific Black 
Ducks, Little Pied Cormo- 
rant, domestic ducks and 
the noisy honk of a pure 
white goose. Another pair 
of Red-rumps was spotted 
in the tree canopy on the 
edge of the lake. 
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We took back roads with 7hemeda-dominated roadsides to our final 
stop next to the Ballarat-Skipton Rail Trail in Spring Hill Road, 
Skipton. A flowering Manna Gum on the roadside with low-hanging 
branches attracted close attention. The heady scent of the flowers was 
attracting a myriad of insects: Golden-browed Resin-bees, small blue 
butterflies, Common Brown Butterflies, Pintail Beetles, Meat Ants, 
restless yellow-faced wasps with two-toned blue striped abdomens 
and yellow legs, and European Honeybees. 

Underneath the branch, a 2.5cm+ long navy & sky blue Sand Wasp 
and it’s much smaller mate excavated a hole in the sandy soil to lay 
their eggs in. 


We wandered along the rail trail for a short distance, spying Magenta 
Crane’s-bills Pelargonium rodneyanum and Pink Bindweed amongst 
the native grasses before reaching a lovely wetland next to the trail. 
A solitary Australasian Grebe cheeped and a rich brown bird of prey 
disappeared quickly in the opposite direction as we arrived. A few 
Eurasian Coots, Grey Teal, Wood Ducks and Pacific Black Ducks 
congregated at the far end. The vegetation at the water’s-edge includ- 
ed yellow-flowering Running Marsh-flower Villarsia reniformis, 
Sneezeweed Centipeda sp., Small Loosestrife Lythrum hyssopifolia, 
Poison Lobelia Lobelia pratioides and Smooth Pennywort Centella 
cordifolia. Red & Blue Damsels zipped amongst them along with 
dragonflies too quick to catch on camera. 

It was a lovely day exploring the natural delights of Skipton. 
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‘Hedge Bindweed Calystegia sepium 
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CALENDAR 2020 


March 
Fri 6 Annual General Meeting & Members’ Images 
“Not what it seems” 

Sun 8 Western Treatment Plant Birds, Werribee 

John Gregurke, FNCB (Bookings Required—be quick! ) 
Sun 22 Junior Field Nats group (The “Rat Nats) focus on “Bark” 
Sun 29 Special Event for Nature Play Week — using microscopes to 
explore nature. Water creatures, soil creatures, beetles, butterflies 
and bugs, leaves and other plant parts. Family day at Stringybark. 
Contact Bill Elder 


April 

Fri 3 Insect Metamorphosis - Bill Elder and Andy Arnold, FNCB 
Sun 5 Insects and Early Orchids - Smythesdale Area 

Bull Elder and Emily Noble, FNCB 

Sun 19 Junior group (The ‘Rat Nats) we’re going ‘Microscopic’ 


April 17-19 SEANA Autumn Camp at Hamilton 


Committee 
President John Gregurke 
Vice Pres Fran Hanrahan 
Secretary Emily Noble 
Treasurer Kathy Elder 
Andy Arnold 
Bill Elder 
Les Hanrahan 
Val Hocking 
John Petheram 
Margaret Rich 
Elspeth Swan 


Correspondence: PO Box 328W, Ballarat West, 3350 
Email: Secretary:- Emily Noble 
Editor: Bill Elder 


Website: http://fieldnatballarat.wordpress.com 


Club email: ballaratfnc@gmail.com 


Meetings are held at Federation University Gillies St Campus on the first 
Friday of the month at 7.30pm. 

Excursions: Leave from the carpark of Federation University Gillies St 
Campus at 9.30 am, unless otherwise advised. 


A monthly publication of the Field Naturalists’ Club of Ballarat Inc. 
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